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Academic bankruptcy policies in higher education
Abstract
A college degree is a virtual necessity in today's world. More and more employers are looking for
individuals who have completed at least two years of postsecondary education at a community college or
elsewhere, or who hold a bachelor's degree. What happens to those individuals who attended college in
the past but had a poor academic record? A poor choice of major selection, previous academic probation
or suspension, or the need for time to mature socially and/or intellectually are but a few of the reasons
why some students will need extra semesters to achieve an acceptable grade point average in order to
graduate (Browne, 1986). For these students, "academic bankruptcy" may be their answer to a successful
educational experience. According to Browne (1986), "academic bankruptcy simply means that a
student's past failures are forgiven so that he [or she] might re-enter college with a clean slate" (p. 90).
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A college degree is a virtual necessity in today's
world.

More and more employers are looking for

individuals who have completed at least two years
of postsecondary education at a community college
or elsewhere, or who hold a bachelor's degree.

What

happens to those individuals who attended college
in the past but had a poor academic record?

A poor

choice of major selection, previous academic probation
or suspension, or the need for time to mature socially
and/or intellectually are but a few of the reasons
why some students will need extra semesters to achieve
an acceptable grade point average in order to graduate
(Browne, 1986).

For these students, "academic

bankruptcy" may be their answer to a successful
educational experience.

According to Browne (1986),

"academic bankruptcy simply means that a student's
past failures are forgiven so that he [or she] might
re-enter college with a clean slate" (p. 90).
Academic bankruptcy came about during the campus
unrest of the late 1960s and early 1970s.

Reasons

for the new policy may have come from veterans who
served in the armed forces, deciding that they needed
a fresh start in their re-admittance to college.
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Academic bankruptcy is used in institutions all over
the United States and its' territories.

While not

all institutions use the term academic bankruptcy,
the idea of some type of academic grade forgiveness
is the same.

Other terms used are fresh start, new

start, new beginnings, academic forgiveness, academic
re-evaluation, academic reassessment, grade exclusion,
or academic renewal.

These policies range from

forgiving "F" grades to having the student's whole
past academic record removed.
The purpose of this paper is threefold.

First,

this paper will explain the advantages of an academic
bankruptcy policy.

In addition, this paper will

discuss the disadvantages of a bankruptcy policy
and why some institutions reject it.

Finally, I

will recommend an appropriate academic bankruptcy
policy and discuss why such a policy is desirable
in today's institutions of higher education.
Advantages
Few institutions articulate the advantages of
enacting an academic bankruptcy policy.

In spite

of this, a number of institutions have such a policy
and more are proposing to establish one in the future.
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Most institutions state that their policy is only
"in-house" and that other colleges/universities have
the choice to honor it or not.
Several advantages of an academic bankruptcy
policy follow.

First, an academic bankruptcy policy

allows students to raise their grade point without
having to worry about past failing grades (Browne,
1986).

Second, a student can graduate in a reasonable

amount of time without having to repeat classes that
are not necessary in their new major.

Students who

change their course of study should be able to
graduate on time according to the institution's time
table (Des Moines Area Community College, 1995).
Another advantage of an academic bankruptcy policy
is that more non-traditional students have easier
access to completion of a college degree.
Non-traditional students may feel more compelled
to return to school if such a policy is enacted.
If "F" grades are forgiven and they can start fresh,
the older student may return to school and get that
much needed degree.

Most colleges and universities,

when accepting grades of transfer students, only
accept grades of

11

D11 or better.

A students

11

F 11 grades
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are not transferred to the new institution and are
not calculated in the GPA.

Colleges would be wise

to treat their former non-traditional students as
fairly as transfer students in accepting academic
work (Casey, 1995).
Disadvantages
Reasons are plentiful for not implementing an
academic bankruptcy policy.

First, an academic

bankruptcy policy is unfair to those students who
struggled to pass a class and did so successfully
(Munson, 1995).

Second, an academic bankruptcy policy

could be perceived as a waste of taxpayers' and
parents' money (Wernon, 1995).

Third, while an

academic bankruptcy policy could initially aid in
the positive self concept of a student who failed
before, if this student should fail again it could
affect his/her mental attitude (Browne, 1986).
One major disadvantage of an academic bankruptcy
policy is that it penalizes the student who worked
hard to achieve good grades the first time when
competing for awards against those students who have
had a forgiveness policy and failing grades have
been erased.

A student should be held accountable
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for past deeds (Selzer, 1995).

According to Ann

Nightingale (1995), who works with graduate admissions
and records, "an academic institution should maintain
and report the truth, the whole truth and nothing
but the truth."

Although Jack Wielenga (personal

communication, April 24, 1996) of the University
of Northern Iowa's Registrar's Office stated that
he agrees with Nightingale's response, he supports
the idea of placing the failing grade on the record
because the academic record should state the truth
and nothing but the truth.

Since transcripts are

used to compare students for awards, employment,
and admission into graduate and professional schools,
it is unfair to the student who did not have some
type of forgiveness but achieved the same grade point
average.
Academic Bankruptcy Policy Recommendations
In reviewing various college forgiveness policies,
there appears to be no one set of rules for an
academic bankruptcy policy.

It is my belief that

a uniform policy for all institutions would make
it fairer for all students.

In the remainder of

this paper, I will offer recommendations and
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supporting evidence for appropriate use of an
academic bankruptcy policy.
First, a petition for academic forgiveness should
be filed by the student after he/she has completed
at least 30 hours with a 2.00 GPA or better.

At

the University of Arizona, Gary Hainstock (1995)
maintains that a student should have "time to reflect"
on the past and be "ready to come back with a correct
frame of mind" in order to succeed.

It is my opinion

that if students have received at least a 2.00 GPA
after 30 hours, they have demonstrated a decision
to work hard on pursuing their dream of successful
completion of a degree.
Second, students should be allowed to apply for
academic bankruptcy only if their past GPA is less
than 2.00.

An institution should not accept petitions

from students with a higher GPA because some students
may only want to use the policy to get honors at
the time of graduation.

An academic bankruptcy policy

is designed to give students a fresh start in their
goal of a higher education.

It is not meant for

students who only have a couple of poor grades and
want to have their GPA raised.
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Thirdly, an academic bankruptcy policy is only
available to former students.

It is not the

responsibility of one institution to change the grades
of another institution's students.

If a student

transfers to a new institution the failing grades
are not transferred in and in some cases only grades
of "C" or better are used by the new institution.
Fourth, the student cannot have been enrolled
at any other institution during the "sitting out"
period of five years and must have been employed
or have participated in the military.

Campbell and

Hahn (1962) found that students who were either
working or serving in the military during their
sitting out period had better grades than those
students who were not doing something constructive
with their lives.

Bob McCluskey (1995), after

studying research from the Montana State
University-Northern's academic bankruptcy policy,
concluded that students who had been out of school
on the average of 3.5 years did better when they
returned than those who had been gone for only a
semester or two.
Fifth, students' transcripts should indicate
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that academic bankruptcy was granted.

No more than

18 hours of "F" grades should be forgiven.

In all

of the colleges and universities examined, the
transcript indicated a forgiveness of grades was
granted.

Most institutions revealed that all grades

would be shown, even the failing ones.

Some

institutions put "X's" or "O's" in the place of the
failing grade.

I believe that the transcript should

reflect the truth so that others can decide for
themselves if students have made a change in their
life for the better.

Policies range from forgiving

two grades to forgiving one semester with the most
poor grades to total forgiveness of failing grades.
I believe having up to 18 hours forgiven allows the
student to retain her/his best grades.

The "F" grades

should only be removed if the other grades are needed
to complete a new course of study.
Sixth, academic bankruptcy can only be applied
once.

Penalties for further unsatisfactory

performance, such as permanent dismissal, should
be made known to the student.

All material gathered

showed that the policy is only applied once at all
colleges and universities.

This was the only
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consensus found among all institutions regarding
academic bankruptcy.
Finally, students should be monitored and guided
toward successful completion by a student support
system.

Tim Pilewski (1995) of Edinboro University

in Pennsylvania concluded that a student should be
placed in a special advisement program after being
accepted into their "Fresh Start" program.

I believe

that students should be assigned to a special academic
support program as soon as they are re-admitted to
a college or university.
Summary
When institutions re-admit a student who has
previously failed, they are expressing a type of
forgiveness.

By allowing a student to repeat a class

to replace an "F" grade, the institution is also
allowing a type of academic forgiveness.

When an

institution proposes an academic bankruptcy policy,
they are taking forgiveness but one step further.
In my opinion, if an institution should opt for
an academic bankruptcy policy, they should select
one that would be in the best interest of their
institution.

The policy should be spelled out so
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that there is no misunderstanding between the
institution and the student.

Above all, students

who qualify to take advantage of an academic
bankruptcy policy should be ready, willing and able
to achieve a degree or suffer the consequences of
a permanent dismissal, if they fail again.
A non-traditional student who returns to school
and petitions for academic forgiveness should be
treated with the same considerationas a transfer
student.

When a student transfers to a new school,

only certain grades and courses are allowed.

I

believe a non-traditional former student should be
allowed some of the same consideration.

In today's

world, a college degree is a virtual necessity and
an academic bankruptcy policy may help qualified
students who failed in the past to achieve their
goals.
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